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Introduction: What Was Black
Studies?
LOUIS CHUDE-SOKEI
I n mind or under breath, speak with me:Black lives matter. Black thought matters.
Black writing matters. Black writing about
Black lives matters. Black thought matters.
Black scholarship, criticism, and research
matter. Black memory matters, Black history
perhaps most of all.
I’m sure some will find the contrast
between the title of this issue of The Black
Scholar and this affirmative mantra to be strik-
ing. Deciding to frame the centerpiece issue
of our fiftieth year in print around the ques-
tion, “What Was Black Studies?” generated
the predictable responses: offense, defense,
and the insistence on clarification. Are you
saying Black Studies is dead? To which I
answer, no but what does it mean for Black
Studies to be alive?
Clearly, I’m given more to irony than
clichés of affirmation or liberation; and the
language and postures of revolution were
never my strong suit. This is no doubt due
to being someone who only accidentally
ended up as the editor of The Black Scholar
(long story) and in Black Studies itself (an
even longer story, and still incomplete). The
“was” in this case is much like the “post” in
“post-modernism” (remember that?) or in
“post-black” (remember that?), or the “was”
in the title of the book that infects and
inspires this entire collection, Kenneth
Warren’s memorable historical provocation
from 2011, What Was African American
Literature?1 In all these cases “was” denotes
a looking back at an established fact, or
moment or trajectory from a point where
the object of scrutiny can be taken as a
known and impactful quantity if not a fait
accompli. It’s an archeology perhaps in the
Foucauldian sense (of course you remember
him). The goal in this issue is then not to pro-
claim death. It is to look back at intellectual
and disciplinary origins from the future that
Black Studies produced (our present) and
reflect on what were in fact its goals, its his-
torical limits, its assumptions and its
horizon of possibility. What do we think it
was and expect it to be given our own
limits and horizons and expectations?
Though there are more than a few fantastic
books about the history of Black Studies out
there, our goal here and beyond is to take
the field/the “interdiscipline” as a given—as
precarious as most programs are, especially
now—and make sense of what we have
made of it and what it has made of us.
I’m indebted always to David Scott for his
notion of the “problem space,” articulated in
his magnificent Conscripts of Modernity:
The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment
(2004).2 Though a major work of post-colo-
nial/Caribbean thought, it’s also an under-
cover classic of Black futurity in that it is
about how we make sense of the future
through our relationship to historical texts (in
his case C.L.R. James’ The Black Jacobins
and the differences between the tragic and
the epic mode of dramatic rendering) and
how we evaluate them given their historical
limits but from “the tangible ruins of our
present.”3 The “problem space” is about tem-
porality and the shifts therein, about goals and
expectations and the slow, hard march of
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political reality as it operates on utopian striv-
ings or revolutionary aspirations:
This is why for me the idea of a problem-
space is connected to the idea that criticism
has always to be strategic inasmuch as in
judging its purchase criticism ought always
to seek to clarify whether and to what
extend the questions it is trying to answer
continue to be questions worth having
answers to.4
To declare Black Studies a “problem space”
then is to not celebrate its history but to
engage its ruthless historicity, which renders
it always unstable and, arguably, never
being quite what it was supposed to be
though always potentially much more. It is
to accept Black Studies as an ever-shifting
conjuncture of movements and affects, ques-
tions and answers, ruins and edifices, and to
read it through the perspective of institutions,
movements, egos, personalities and (certainly
at TBS itself) endless drama.
Fifty years into this evolving and metasta-
sizing project called Black Studies, you’d
think its goals and values and commitments
were too obvious to need a mantra, or cate-
chism. But that is not the case, not just
because of the ongoing devaluing of Black
life—a strange counterpoint to the institutio-
nalizing of Black ideas and criticism in acade-
mia and the broader culture—or the precarity
of Black Studies programs in academic insti-
tutions. Repeating those aforementioned
phrases and ideas reminds us of the frustrating
need to endlessly justify but also the need to
renew. Scholars, artists and activists now
face what was faced in 1969 when the
journal was founded. It is what they face
every time there are shifts in the political
and cultural climate and when the landscape
of power and violence reorient themselves
around Black labor and Black bodies: a
crisis of relevance. In our case it might be
one that can easily be masked by hyper-visi-
bility, tokenism or commodification.
Of course, in 1969 when Robert Chris-
man and Nathan Hale founded the journal
with the help of publisher/business
manager Allen Ross and a close team of part-
ners, supporters and allies, the question of
relevance was not so much about the
journal but about ideas so powerful that
they demanded a distinct forum. Due to the
failures and indifference of institutional
scholarship they needed a specific venue
to act as a conduit for a “uniting of the
Black Academy and the street,” as Hare
famously put it. Visibility itself was a chal-
lenge. The question of relevance now, or
the attendant anxiety about it—which a
number of the essays in this issue address
or hint at—is due to the institutionalization
of Black ideas, modes of criticism, method-
ologies, gestures and postures in the
academy and the wider cultural world; this
precisely when Black life is targeted ever
more and rendered more precarious than
ever. It is, for example, a world where “inter-
sectionality” can travel from Kimberle Cren-
shaw, and Critical Race Theory to Teen
Vogue and Instagram in less time than it
took the Combahee River Collective to
produce its famous Statement in the first
place, but still a world where the face of
George Floyd, Eric Garner, Sandra Bland,
or Breonna Taylor can stare at us directly
and on loop, reminding us of a powerless-
ness in the face of racist state violence.
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There are those who wonder if institutiona-
lization (somewill say, appropriation or coop-
tation) has become so thorough that these
ideas or histories may not need to be declared
Black at all. They wonder if that declaration of
identity is due less to their current station or
stature butmore to the anxieties of aBlack aca-
demic class unsure of its relevance in the face
of fragmenting social realities and the equal
fragmentation of disciplinary and political
concerns alongside that omnipresent power-
less as we witness Black breath cut short.
Institutionalization, after all, was no fore-
gone conclusion for the founders of the
journal. In fact, it was to be avoided at all
costs and remains viciously opposed by
many of our “OG” readers who are ambiva-
lent at best about we tenure-driven Black
scholars that have emerged since, perhaps,
the 1980s. So, in the face of what the founders
of Black Studies and of The Black Scholar
would likely have considered a tragic
success, it makes great sense to commemorate
or just acknowledge 50 years of both “interdis-
cipline” and journal with a series of reflections
and engagements on what it’s like to be a
critical, cultural, political, and institutional
problem. To do this we’ve assembled a
remarkable collection of scholars who do
archeology in multiple ways, from the per-
sonal to the theoretical, the polemic to the
poetic. And we thank them for their partici-
pation and patience in waiting for this issue
to go to print in the midst of a pandemic and
during the open implosion of the American
political system (something our founders may
have fought for, but I doubt they would have
exulted in this moment).
But to these reflections about Black Studies,
I must add an unasked question of you, Dear
Reader. How does it feel to be the future?
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